THE CHOICE OF A PRIME MINISTER

difficult choice of supporting the Government or of taking office at
a stage of the parliamentary time-table when it knows that it cannot
advise a dissolution. It cannot turn the rule that an Opposition that
opposes must be ready to try to form a Government into a rule that it
must take office when it cannot effectively govern.

In 1880 the Queen (with a view to keeping Mr Gladstone out of
office) apparently laid great stress upon the duty of Lord Hartington
' as leader of the Opposition9 to take office. He asked Mr Gladstone for
his opinion upon this doctrine. Mr Gladstone said, according to his
own account:1 e The leader, if sent for, was in my opinion bound either
to serve himself, or to point out some other course to Her Majesty
which he might deem to be more for the public advantage, and if that
course should fail in consequence of the refusal of the person pointed
out, the leader of the party could not leave Her Majesty unprovided
with a Government, but would be bound in loyalty to undertake
the task/

In 1885 Lord Salisbury did not refuse to take office, though an
immediate dissolution was not possible owing to the recent passage of
a Redistribution Bill consequent upon the third Reform Act". Mr Glad-
stone had stated, however, that he was willing to assist the Government
in the interim period. Lord Salisbury desired a formal note to that
effect, but the two leaders could not agree upon its terms. Ultimately,
a formula was agreed, and Lord Salisbury formed a Government. In
1895 there was no difficulty about a dissolution. Lord Salisbury
thought that the constitutional course was for Lord Rosebery's Govern-
ment to advise a dissolution, but he accepted office and formed a
Government.

In 1905 Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman considered whether he
ought not to refuse office, in order to compel Mr Balfour to advise
a dissolution. Lord Ripon pointed out to him that 'a refusal on your
part to take office on Mr Balfour's resignation would not necessarily
involve the resumption of the Government; the King would be perfectly
entitled to send not for Balfour, but for Lansdowne or Chamberlain'.*
Sir Henry came to the same conclusion on different grounds and formed

1 Life of Gladstone, n, pp. 623-4.
z Life of Lord Ripon, n, pp. 273-4.
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